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Roy Wilson Interview

W: Roy Wilson, Chancellor of the University of Colorado, Denver. 

Q: So, we were talking before out in the hallway, you were telling me some really interesting things about what appeals to you about science as a field. Can you tell me a little bit about that, and what you think about science as a field, and why you like it.

W: Well, as a child, I always needed to have answers. To say that ‘that’s just the way it is’ never satisfied me. It could be something as simple as ‘why is the sky blue?’ And the thing that I like about science is that there are always answers to everything, and it’s just a matter of finding, there are mathematical principles that explain everything, everything in the universe just about, and for just about anything that you can just think about. If there’s sufficient knowledge, then there’s an explanation, and it’s just an issue of finding that knowledge. But there are principles that the universe is guided by. And to be able to definitively answer something, rather than ‘that’s just the way it is,’ which is the typical response you get from parents, when you’re a kid asking all these weird questions- that’s what’s very, very appealing to me. 

And I think the attractiveness in terms of why do people go into science, is to be able to contribute to that breath of knowledge. I think that one has to have that intellectual curiosity and want knowledge to broaden, to be a contributor to that vast body of knowledge. 

Q: So this must be an exciting time to be the Chancellor of CU, Denver and Health Sciences Center because you have the Anschutz Medical Center just in its infancy I suppose you could say, although it’s pretty big to be an infant.  Talk to me a little bit about if you were talking to a senior in high school, who was considering where they should study, who loves Colorado but is not sure if they can stay here, and really get the education that they would need, what would you tell them about your new center?

W: Well, I think the first thing that I would clarify is that the University of Colorado, Denver, is that it has two campuses.  There’s the downtown campus here, which has the broad range o disciplines that you would expect in any general academic campus, including biology, and chemistry, and all the undergraduate courses,  and then the Health Sciences campus, or the Anschutz Medical Campus, about three or four years ago we merged the two, and so it’s one institution, and I renamed the institution so it’s, you know, it’s the University of Colorado, Denver, so it’s not the University of Colorado at Denver  and Health and Sciences Center. So now it’s just the University of Colorado, Denver. 

The exciting thing about that is that somebody who’s interested in advanced sciences, could actually go into the field as an undergraduate here at the University of Colorado, Denver, and be able to have a direct pipeline to the health sciences on the Anschutz Medical Campus. Either health sciences, or advanced level graduate studies in sciences on the Anschutz Medical Campus.  So you don’t actually have to make up your mind when you’re in high school, exactly what part of science interests you, you can actually go into a broad program such as what we offer here at the undergraduate campus, get your feet wet, and if there’s something that really peaks your interest, to be able to have more advanced training on the Anschutz Medical Campus, particularly in the health sciences. 

Q: I’m wondering, I know you’ve been into the research labs over there, and seen the facility, and seen the buildings, so can you talk a little bit about what it’s like to be a scientist to see what’s going on out there?

W: Well, first of all it’s phenomenal, the amount of research space we have there currently is probably around 1.1, 1.2 million square feet of laboratory space, which is quite a bit. It’s difficult to understand, but we’re almost out of research space already, just because our investigators are just so busy, and we have so many people doing so much work in a lot of different areas, so we’re already considering another research building. One of the unique aspects of the Anschutz Medical Campus is that it allows people from different scientific interests to be together, and that’s unusual.  In other words we have a Children’s Hospital there, we have the University Hospital there, we will soon have Veterans’ Affairs Hospital, the research labs are right there, the educational facilities are right there. 

In the past the physicians and scientists that were working on children were at a different location than those that were working on adult issues.  But, more and more research is becoming collaborative, and interdisciplinary, so it’s not done in silos anymore, and the more collaboration, the greater the chances of funding. 

So, to be able to have everybody in one area, to be able to collaborate, and share ideas, and to share their expertise is a huge advantage. And that’s one of the things the Anschutz Medical Campus offers. 

Q: Could you go into a little bit about how (Fitzsimmons) developed?

W: The Anschutz Medical Campus developed from a need of more space.  The Health Sciences Center was initially on 9th and Colorado. It was landlocked, and as we continued to grow, particularly in our research enterprise, the neighborhood associations surrounding our campus were opposed to the growth. So, an opportunity came to occupy the former Fitzsimmons Army Base, and after much negotiations, we decided this was probably the way to go, we had much more space than previously. It was still called the Fitzsimmons for many, many years until we did get a benefactor, Mr. Anschutz, who put a significant amount of funds in to get it all started. If it had not been for Mr. Anschutz, it would have been very difficult to have the Anschutz Medical Center as you see it now, at the stage of completion that it is now.  So he provided some initial funds for the hospital, and the medical school to get some building going. 

And that served as a catalyst to get other projects, and other buildings, so the initial reason for moving out there was a severe special constraint. By moving out there we have been able to explain particularly our research enterprise, so that our research has been growing at a very, very fast clip. Everything that’s out there, except for the educational buildings, are funded by the research dollars, or clinical dollars. So, that’s very important to us to continue that research growth. 

Q: Anything else you could think of that you’d like to say if you had a senior in high school sitting on your knee, other than ouch? (laughs) 

W: I just want to reiterate again that one of the things that we’re really excited about in terms of both campuses, the downtown campus, and the Anschutz Medical Campus, is now being under one umbrella as one University, is the ease of transfer from one location to the other so that as undergraduates interested in more advanced studies, particularly the health sciences, I think that it offers some opportunity while you’re an undergraduate student to know if this is the area that you’re interested in, to be able to have a direct pipeline to the programs that you might be interested in. 

I (also) think (students who attend UCD will) have an edge to getting accepted into some of the more competitive programs on the Health Sciences, Science Center side. 

Q: If you could think of a young person today, with all of the distractions, and possibilities of careers, why should they choose the sciences in this world, at this time?

W: The world is changing, and it used to be that the United States was very strong in the sciences, engineering, math, now many places have caught up, and in many cases surpassed the United States. We need, as a country, to become much stronger in the sciences. Engineering, and particularly math, are mainly being, and excuse me, let me backtrack. Other countries, and particularly in Asia, is making a big investment in the sciences, because they know that the future jobs, in the future, is going to be based on those sciences, in engineering, and in math. And unless we start training more people, more high-schoolers, in the sciences, and they get more advanced degrees in the sciences, we’re going to be out of the jobs. 

Q: That’s good. 

W: I once heard, and this may not be exact, but people now learn more reading the Sunday New York Times than people in the 18th century did in an entire year. That’s because knowledge is just exploding. There’s just so much out there.  And the area where most of the excitement is right now, is in the sciences.  The amount of knowledge that is changing from year to year is just phenomenal.  For example, in medicine, which is where I’m trained, the things that I learned in medical school are no longer relevant, because the information has changed that much.  We didn’t have things like genomics, and pharmacological genetics when I went to medical school, and yet those are the biggest, hottest topics right now. So this right now is an exciting area, I think that science itself can cause major changes in how we live tomorrow. 

Q:. The way things change how we live tomorrow is, I think, what you said, right? 

(Discussion about noise in the background)

W:  I think that most of the excitement is in the sciences right now, and that the knowledge that is being gained now, is going to make huge differences in how we live in the future. Is what I said, but I’m not sure if you want me to repeat that in a more coherent way. 

Q: If you could. (More discussion about noise)

W: In the areas that’s making the most advances now, the most exciting are is in the sciences. And the knowledge that’s being gaining today is going to make a huge difference in how we all live tomorrow. 

